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hDear  friends,
I  was  born  in  April  1794,  in  the  rugby-playing  south  of
the  fair  land  of  France,  in  the  town  of  Montmeilhan,  near
Béziers.  Surgery  had  been  running  in  my  family  for  four  gen-
erations.  My  parents  were  quick  to  notice  that  their  son  was
an  infant  prodigy  —  a  ‘‘gifted  child’’  as  you  would  put  it  —
and  I began  my  medical  studies  at  the  age  of  15.  I  was  admit-
ted  to  the  renowned  University  of  Montpellier;  founded  in
1181  by  Lord  William  VIII  of  Montpellier,  it  was  and  remains
the  oldest  functioning  medical  school  in  the  world,  since
Salerno  closed  its  doors  long  years  ago.  Gui  de  Chaulliac,
Rabelais  and  La  Peyronnie  were,  among  many  others,  my
predecessors  there.  I  became  a  Doctor  of  Medicine  in  1813,
at  an  age  when  most  of  you  would  be  just  starting  out  on
your  studies.  Not  a  bad  start!
My  family  foresaw  a  great  future  for  me,  with  which  I  con-
curred.  Paris  alone  could  offer  the  openings  worthy  of  my
promise,  and  I  studied  there  under  Cuvier,  Geoffroy  Saint-
Hilaire  and  Cabanis,  who  also  introduced  me  to  the  very
select  society  that  gathered  in  the  village  of  Auteuil,  the
country  retreat  of  the  ‘‘upper  crust’’  so  well  described  by
Alexandre  Dumas.  I  was  at  once  a  physician,  a  historian
of  science  and  a  famous  physiologist  specializing  in  neuro-
physiology,  and  contributed  to  the  scientiﬁc  lecture  courses
held  in  the  Paris  Athénée,  an  independent  academy  founded
in  1783,  in  the  Rue  de  Valois,  near  the  Palais  Royal.  These
lectures  were  highly  prized  by  the  cognoscenti  and  provided
an  ideal  springboard  for  my  brilliant  career.  My  reputation
led  the  Emperor  Napoleon  Bonaparte  to  entrust  me  with
an  ofﬁcial  inquiry  into  phrenology,  a  theory  much  in  vogue
at  the  time  according  to  which  an  individual’s  mental  fac-
ulties  could  be  judged  by  examining  bumps  found  on  the
skull  —  and  which  I  proved  to  be  baseless!  I  also  applied
for  any  prestigious  post  going:  administrator  of  the  Natu-
ral  History  Museum  in  which  I  had  worked  as  Professor  of
Anatomy,  Member  of  the  Collège  de  France,  Permanent  Sec-
retary  of  the  Académie  des  Sciences,  to  name  but  a  few.
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 was  elected  to  the  Académie  Franc¸aise  on  the  death  of
oseph  Michaud,  historian  and  ultra-royalist  Deputé,  lightly
rushing  aside  Victor  Hugo  and  his  partisans;  I had  the  back-
ng  of  the  ‘‘reactionary’’  right,  who  could  not  stomach  the
reat  author’s  republican  convictions.  My  nomination  set  off
 public  outcry  in  all  the  republican  press.  On  my  own  death,
t  was  Claude  Bernard  who  took  my  chair.
In  parallel  to  all  this,  I  conducted  a  whole  series  of  novel
cientiﬁc  experiments.  In  1823,  I  launched  a  study  of  the
ffects  of  mineral  toxins  on  nervous-system  physiology.  This
esulted  in  the  discovery  of  the  anesthetic  properties  of
hloroform.  Nerve  regeneration  was  another  of  my  centers
f  interest.  And,  in  your  own  ﬁeld,  I was  the  one  to  demon-
trate  the  crucial  role  the  semicircular  canals  play  in  the
echanism  of  balance.  The  experiments  I  ran  on  pigeons  are
till  to  be  found  in  your  textbooks  today,  and  inspired  the
ork  of  Magendie  and  the  great  Prosper  Ménière.  My  career
xtended  over  nearly  half  a century!  Toward  the  end,  as  a
ervent  opponent  of  Darwinism,  whose  theories  I described
s  ‘‘childish  nonsense’’,  I unfortunately  published  an  entire
ook  devoted  to  rubbishing  him;  I  was,  of  course,  by  then
ell  advanced  in  years  by  the  standards  of  the  time. .  .
Politics  also  attracted  me,  like  many  of  my  colleagues
and  yours,  indeed!).  As  representative  for  the  Hérault  con-
tituency  in  1838,  I  made  a  less  than  lasting  impression  on
y  voters;  but  King  Louis  Philippe  nevertheless  made  me
 Peer  of  France.  My  son  Emile  was  a  Minister  under  the
hird  Republic.  My  other  son,  Gustave  ‘‘the  Red’’,  was  a
itular  professor  of  anthropology,  but  also  a  sworn  enemy
f  Emperor  Napoleon  III  and  got  himself  killed  on  the  bar-
icades  of  the  Paris  Commune  in  1871  —  by  which  time,
owever,  I  had  already  died  of  a  stroke.  I  was  buried  in  the
ère  Lachaise  cemetery  in  Paris,  and  have  rested  there  in
eace  since  1867.
Yours  very  truly  (Fig.  1),
Marie-Jean-Pierre  Flourensserved.
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Figure  1  Marie-Jean-Pierre  Flourens.
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